Dr. Francis E. Townsend 


Dr. Francis E. Townsend, the recognized "Father of 
Social Security". was a remarkable man. You will realize 
that he deserves that title after you learn something about 
his life. He was born January 13, 1867 in a three room log 
cabin on his father’s farm about three miles north of 
Fairbury. Fairbury is located in Livingston County in north 
central Illinois. He was from a family of six children. 

His father was of English ancestry. 

Like other farm children. he had to walk to the country 
school three miles east of Fairbury. This school is still 
standing and is now used to hold church services. During 
Francis’ youth this school was used for revival meetings and 
other social events of the community. Francis had a 
remarkable memory and used it to good advantage during this 
part of his life. 

His father’s farm proved to be quite wet and he was one 
of the first to use tile to drain it. Francis had to do his 
share. as it was all done with a tile spade by hand. This 
drained land produced good crops and his father was able to 
build a good substantial two story dwelling house on the 
farm which is also standing and in use today. This is the 


period when corn planting was done by dropping the corn with 


a hand operated lever and cultivated with a walking 
cultivator. 

During his happy childhood, Francis learned family 
devotion. self reliance. and a sense of true values from his 
parents. When Francis was nearly eighteen, his father sold 
the 160 acre farm for $55.00 per acre and moved to Franklin 
in south western Nebraska. Here he purchased a half 
interest in a hardware store which soon went bankrupt. Here 
Francis was able to attend an academy college preparatory 
school. He attended the academy for two years which offered 
work comparable to our high school today. He left before 
graduating because drought destroyed his father’s income. 

He left for California to better his living status in 1887. 

Before leaving. his father was able in some way to give 
“win a $1000.00. He and his brother moved out of Los Angeles 
twenty miles and leased good grass land for fifty cents per 
acre. This produced two tons of hay per acte and sold for 
30 to 40 dollars per ton. They invested in hay harvesting 
machinery and made a small fortune selling it. Suddenly, 
within about a month. the market collapsed and they lost 
everything. 

He and his brother hired out to the Newhall Ranch, 70 
miles north of Los Angeles as ranch hands for forty dollars 
a month and food. Here he learned to drive teams of sixteen 
to twenty draft animals by a jerk line and harsh language. 
The ranch operated on a very broad scale and was a complete 


unit including field work. beef cattle. and sheep grazing. 


The collapse of the boom in 1889 brought on hard times and 
Francis moved to Spokane. Washinaton where he hired out to 
drive a team for a moving van. This was hard work but the 
bitter “90s soon set in and homesickness sent him back to 
his folks in Franklin. Nebraska. At the age of 23. he again 
attended the Franklin Academy and graduated at the age of 
26. 

He took out a 160 acre homestead at a cost of sixteen 
dollars and built an 18x24 foot sod house on it. For some 
reason. he couldn’t get girls interested in his company and 
he remained a bachelor until he was nearly forty. He 
resorted to being a school teacher to supplement the little 
income from his homestead. His school house was a room 
10x12 feet dugout from a bank. Cottonwood poles held up the 
dirt and sod roof. It was heated a little with coal and 
cattle and buffalo chips picked up by the children during 
the noon recess. 

He was able to prove out on his homestead and had a 
bumper crop. There was a continued drought that followed for 
seven years after that. Water had to be hauled ten miles in 
barrels. By 1896 he gave up and boarded a freight train for 
Colorado Springs, Colorado. Here he tried to get work ina 
mine but was refused. He finally found a job as a "mucker" 
in a remote mining camp. Winter came and ended his job and 
he returned to central Kansas. Here he got a job with a big 


Irishman selling Home Comfort Steel Ranges to the settlers. 


In September 1899 at the age of 31. he enrolled in the 
Omaha Medical College. He worked his way through college by 
running a newspaper route. waiting tables, collecting and 
delivering laundry. Later in his college life he spent his 
summer vacations selling groceries wholesale to the ranchers 
and farmers. His orders were sent C.O.D. His profits made 
it possible for him to keep out of debt. 

Here. Dr. Harold Gifford, an instructor in eye, ear, 
nose. and throat held bull sessions on Socialism and other 
topics. Francis became interested. Dr. Gifford saw that 
Francis was working too hard and loaned him $200.00 to 
lighten his load. which was repaid later. 

Dr. Francis Townsend graduated from the Medical School 
in the first class graduated from the University of 
Nebraska. Another Dr. Townsend in the Black Hills section 
of South Dakota offered Dr. Francis Townsend his practice 
while he went to Germany and took a post graduate course. 
Before leaving Dr. Townsend established a hospital in Belle 
Fourche (Beautiful Forks), South Dakota. To staff it. he 
obtained a young nurse Wilhelmina Mollie Bogue from Omaha. 
Nebraska. The nurse was four years younger than Dr. 
Townsend and she had a nine year old daughter. She proved 
to be an excellent nurse and businesswoman. Dr. Francis 
Townsend continued to work with the other Dr.Townsend when 
he returned from Europe. During this period. Dr. Francis 


Townsend began to gain quite a reputation as an obstétrician 


by using a partial chloroform anthesia which could be 
administered by untrained persons. 

Belle Fourche became a great cattle shipping center. It 
became infested with all the vice connected with the cattle 
business. The town was run by vice and corruption. Finally. 
Dr. Townsend could not stand it any longer and he went into 
politics. Minnie Bogue, the nurse. married Dr. Townsend, on 
October 30th. 1906. The following spring they drove to 
Devils Tower for their honeymoon trip. By this time the 
leaders in Belle Fourche were able to boycott Dr. Townsend 
and force him out of the town. He moved to Nisland where he 
purchased 320 acres of land. Here he resumed his medical 
practice and supervised his farm. His first child, Robert 
was born here. They later adopted a little girl playmate for 
him. All were content and happy until the United States got 
into the first world war in 1917. 

He volunteered as a doctor to go to Europe to take care 
of our soldiers. He was given his commission at Fort 
Snelling and then ordered to take care of the military camp 
at Vermillion. South Dakota. He was still there in October 
of 1918 when the flu epidemic struck. The autopsy on the 
first deceased showed him that the digestional tract was not 
in any condition to digest any food. He began to watch his 
soldiers for any signs of fever. They were ordered to bed, 
given a brisk physic, all of the cold water they wanted. and 
aspirin was also given. All food was forbidden until total 


recovery. This was a very difficult period for everyone 


because of the gnawing pain in their stomachs. but only a 
few patients died. 

The Armistice came soon after the flu epidemic, but 
after release from the army the people of Vermillion pleaded 
with him to stay. 

The question of the League of Nations came up and 
seventy senators formed a Round Robin Group to oppose it. 
Dr. Townsend became interested and sent them a long letter 
supporting the League. There were too many obstacles to 
overcome and the people defeated the League. 

After the doctor’s return to Nisland. he cleaned out a 
cistern on his farm. He was struck with severe cramps. The 
pain continued and he was barely able to make it in the 
pouring rain until 2:00 a.m. when he reached the home of a 
close neighbor. A neighbor boy was able to secure some 
morphine for him which got him through this illness. He 
rode ten miles in a wagon and then by train to Deadwood 
hospital where he was operated on for severe appendicitis. 
His recovery was very slow. He felt that he could not 
Survive the winter. so in the fall of 1919 he moved to Long 
Beach. California. 

His health was so bad that his medical practice was a 
torture. He had to take up outdoor living. This was the 
time of the great "Boom" and it seemed that everyone was 
trying to move into this area. The discovery of oil in 
Signal Hill contributed much to this "Boom". Everyone 


seemed to have plenty of money until the bankers said it 


must stop in 1929. Dr. Townsend then became convinced that 
such power should be exercised by the citizens of the nation 
and excercised by none other than their duly elected 
representatives. The depression cost 1.2 billion dollars. 

Long Beach was full of old people and the depression 
left them absolutely destitute. Finally, the city began to 
treat the sick old people without them paying. Dr. Townsend 
was appointed as one of the four doctors to take care of 
these people. He got to see the worst cases. After three 
years the city could no longer pay for these services and 
they were discontinued. Depression in a city was much worse 
than in the country because there was not any place to turn 
for help. 

During these terrible experiences an idea came to Dr. 
Townsend that something might be done to alleviate the 
hopelessness of the aged people in his community. This idea 
was first expressed in September of 1933 in a letter he had 
published in the Vox Pop Column of the Long Beach Press 
Telegram. This came to be called the "Townsend Plan". It was 
based on two facts: first. if the human race was to progress 
continually. the certainity of adequate monetary rewards 
must be maintained to stimulate industrial effort and 
second, if business is good at all times we do not need to 
worry about reward of individual efforts and money stays 
plentiful. We need not fear that business will become bad 
if these two facts are maintained. Because of automation. 


there will continue to be a surplus of workers. Therefore, 


our nation must retire one class of workers. Since there 
were about twelve million people in the United States over 
sixty years of age at this time, he suggested that they be 
retired on a payment of $200.00 per month or more provided 
they spend it as they receive it. This would provide two to 
three billion dollars of fresh money each month distributed 
and scattered throughout the country. This would mean 
additional taxes but a lot of it would be paid already in 
various forms. He suggested a sales tax for this purpose in 
addition to an income tax and inheritance taxes to carry the 
other load. His belief was that government was not to be 
foreign to its’ citizens, but rather to take over the duty 
of regulating business activity. The sales tax idea was 
dropped later for a tax of around three per cent on the 
gross income of individuals, exempting the first $100.00 a 
month of personal income. 

Dr. Townsend partly conceived this plan because he 
could not see any benefit to himself in carrying on a 
medical practice when his patients could not pay for any of 
his fees. The outline of the plan in the paper began a long 
line of discussion and Dr. Townsend was asked for his plan 
to put it in force. He admitted that he did no have any 
plans and then the thought came to him. that nothing can be 
accomplished without an organization. He wrote out a 
petition to their politicians and advertised for solicitors 
to obtain signers. In November of 1933. a dozen men and 


women met in an 8x10 room in the rear of a real estate 


office and the nation-wide Townsend Organization was born. 
These solicitors were enthusiastic as they found 80% of the 
people would sign the petition. 

They soon had to move to a larger office and put over 
it a large sign. The sign stated, "Old - Age Revolving 
Pension Headquarters". A printer was hired to print 
literature and the idea spread like wildfire. The Daily 
Chronicle of Centralia. Washington was the first newspaper 
to say it was sensible instead of calling the plan 
cock-eyed. crazy, fantastic or impossible. 

Dr. Townsend saw that in order to control the movement. 
he must incorporate it. He incorporated it early in 1934 as 
a non-profit corporation under the laws of California. This 
made it possible for him to send the first "lobby" to 
Washington. D.C. with no thought except for the benefit of 
the little people. 

Immediately after the incorporation, Dr. Townsend had 
to put up several fights to keep individuals wha had helped 
on the idea from using it to accumulate wealth for 
themselves. In 1934. he incorporated the Prosperity 
Publishing Company Ltd. to print the Townsend National 
Weekly. He also had to buy out his early partner in the 
organization. Then he placed all employees of the National 
Headquarters staff under $50.000.00 bonds. All accounts 
were audited quarterly and each audit was published in the 


Townsend National Weekly. 


His final act was to form the Townsend Foundation. a 
common law trust on March 22. 1938. Two United States 
Senators. several congressmen and ex-congressmen and a 
handful of businessmen and women were selected to act with 
himself as trustees. This trust was to administer bequests 
and gifts to enlighten citizens of the principles of the 
Townsend Plan. 

Dr. Townsend was an old man of sixty-seven when he 
became involved in the Townsend Plan. Many demands were made 
upon him in the next ten years, but he said he did not have 
time to get tired. On one of these occasions the plane he 
was to take to speak in Los Angeles, crashed on take off. 
When the news was reported to the waiting crowd, Mr. 
Sheridan Downey, one of the attorneys for the Townsend Plan 
arose and delivered a beautiful obituary of Dr. Townsend. 
Luckily Dr. Townsend was not injured in the crash and 
arrived later in another plane to speak to the crowd. 

The Townsend movement formed clubs in all forty-eight 
states and by October 24. 1935 had 4.552 clubs. It had over 
500.000 members. The annual membership dues were only 
twenty-five cents. When they tried to make it twenty-five 
cents per month. many members dropped. Even then it proved 
that nine out of ten wanted someone else to pull the load, 
while they rode. 


In 1934. the Townsendites had become strong enough to 


start electing congressmen for their cause. They continued 


on in national politics on a non-partisan and non-sectarian 
basis. 

Other people tried to start up similar old age pension 
movements. but the court kept them from using the Townsend 
name. Dr. Townsend had to work to keep his own clubs 
working for the original goal by practicing pure democracy. 
It was also necessary to use newspaper advertising to bring 
the plan completely before the people. 

On January 16, 1935 the first Townsend Plan bill was 
introduced in Congress. but it was defeated. In October 
1935. the Townsend clubs held their first convention at the 
Sheraton Hotel in Chicago. There were 6,993 registered 
delegates. Here was laid their organization plans for the 
future. The Movement was becoming so large Congress felt 
something had to be done to stop it. The Democrats and the 
Republicans got together to form an investigation committee. 
This was called the Bell Investigation. All kinds of 
tactics were used to prove that Dr. Townsend was a guack and 
perpetrator of scandal. Finally, Dr. Townsend had to walk 
out on the committee. The courts felt that Dr. Townsend 
should not go without some punishment for this contempt and 
they sentenced him to a fine of $100.00 and imprisonment for 
thirty days. Instead of imprisoning at once they let him 
return to his home in California. 

Congress became panicky and with President Roosevelt’s 
urging, they passed the first Social Security law in 


November of 1935. Still. the Townsend clubs continued to 


grow. Two years after Dr. Townsend’s sentence he received 
word to report to the U.S. Marshall in Washington, D.C. to 
begin serving his sentence. He did this but insisted that 
his portable typewriter be allowed to go to the prison cell 
with him. This confused the marshall and he began to stall 
for time. Very quickly a pardon arrived from President 
Roosevelt and the marshall told him to leave before he even 
was taken to the prison cell. Dr. Townsend then returned to 
California. 

Dr. Townsend kept insisting that the Townsend Plan was 
more than an old age pension plan, and the U.S. House Ways 
and Means committee held a public hearing on it from 
February 1, 1939 until February 21, 1939. Later when the 
house bill came to a vote, 101 voted for it, but again it 
did not pass. 

Our entry into the second world war made it more 
difficult to carry on the Townsend Movement as our Social 
Security plan gradually took over and accomplished much of 
what Dr. Townsend had tried to do. 

He has left us with the idea that people should control 
their money and resources instead of leaving it in the hands 
of a few capitalists. By 1944 the receiving of Social 
Security was becoming quite respectable. During the latter 
ten years of the Townsend Plan. a club formed in Fairbury 
and had a membership of 600. 

In 1939. the Fairbury Townsend Club started having 


annual Roundups and Homecomings at the Fairbury Fair 


grounds. Dr. Townsend attended these meetings until 1947. 
Dr. Townsend’s last stop in Fairbury was in 1956. He was 79 
years of age and was passing through from Washington, D.C. 


to the west coast. 


